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Phoebe Palmer - Enjoli \Yoman or Enigma? A 
Review of the Recent Scholarship on Phoebe Palmer 
Dale Simmons 
Bethel College 
Not so long ago, the story of 
Phoebe Palmer was shrouded in 
obscurity. The profound irony 
and injustice of this fate has 
become clearer over the last 
several decades as a spate of 
scholarship has revealed her role 
as one of the central characte rs 
in nineteenth-century 
Protestantism. The resurrection 
of her reputation began in 
eamest in the 1950s through 
the efforts of lohn L. Peters, 
Timothy L. Smith and Emest A. 
Wall. ' 
Remarkably, despite the 
foundation that these early 
works laid, thirty years would 
pass before Palmer's amazing 
story would receive the honor 
of full -length biographical treat-
ment through Charles White's 
The Beauty of Holiness: Phoebe 
Palmer as Theologian, Revivalist, 
Feminist and Humanitarian 
(1986) and Harold Raser's 
Phoebe Palmer.' Her Life and 
Thought (1987),2 In general, sub-
sequent studies of Palmer, while 
appreciative of White's many 
contributions, no te his "round-
house embrace of the Palmer 
legacy" often leads him to claim 
far too much, while Raser's 
work is seen as more scholarly 
and critica l. Nevertheless, 
White's subtitle outlines the 
major features of Palmer's life 
which have been the subject of 
recent scholarship.) 
Much of this recent lite rature 
has focused on Palmer's unique 
presentation of sanctification 
known genera lly as her "altar 
theology." Because of the revo-
lutionary nature of these teach-
ings, White asserts that Palmer is 
"arguably the most intluential 
female theologian in C hristianity 
history." However, simply 
espousing a unique theological 
position does no t make one a 
"theologian" (in any technical 
sense of the term), consequent-
ly, few have been willing to go 
so far. Instead, most scholars 
have focused on the content of 
within the Holiness Movement 
over the issue of sanctification, 
Palmer's version was clearly the 
most popular rendition and it 
was institutionalized in the 
national Campmeeting Assoc-
iation for the Promotion of 
Holiness (est. 1867). Later, 
when Pentecostalism emerged 
out of the Holiness Movement, 
it is not surprising that it owed 
some debt to Palmer. The 
Evangelicals in general have 
rightly enjoyed using the example 
of Palmer and others to remind 
the wider religious community 
that they were well ahead of the 
social curve on the issues 
of women's rights. 
the teachings themselves, noting 
the extent to which Palmer's 
"shorter way" deviated from the 
teachings of lohn Wesley. 
Excessive conclusions emerge 
here as well, as when some 
imply that Palmer's presentation 
completely carried the fie ld so 
that her altar theology became 
the holiness position on sanctifi -
cation. On the contrary, a signif-
icant civil war existed within 
holiness ranks over the issue of 
sanctification. For the most part 
this fighting focused on who was 
the legitimate interpreter of 
Wesley's teachings .4 
While strong divisions existed 
extent and trajectory of her 
intluence, however, needs fur-
ther investigation. 
In addition to theological 
concems, by far the greatest 
interest in Palmer has focused 
on he r incipient feminism. 
Indeed, it is no coincidence that 
the explosion of literature on 
Palmer in the 1970s and 1980s 
parallels the ri se of the feminist 
movement itself. In this climate, 
Evangelicals in general have 
right ly enjoyed using the exam-
ple of Palmer and others to 
remind the wider religious com-
muni ty that they were well 
ahead of the social curve on the 
issues of women's rights. This 
cuts both ways however, and 
since much of Evangelicalism 
has strayed from this heritage, 
many have used the same fig-
ures and their arguments to try 
to prod the movement to 
reclaim this legacy. 
Within this discussion, much 
recent work focuses on how 
Palmer struggled to balance 
domestic and religious duties. In 
some cases, the Palmer that 
emerges takes on the form of a 
modem Enjoli woman- able to 
do it all with no aspects of her 
multifaceted life suffe ring. More 
sober portrayals have noted that 
Palmer, like everyone else, 
fought what was often a losing 
battle to balance home and 
career. 1 Even more promising is 
the recent work of Kathryn 
Long who has underscored how 
Palmer's upper class status made 
the sacrifices of her calling a little 
less onerous· In whatever case, 
what Palmer tried to achieve 
and w hat she urged on other 
women was to eliminate the 
compartmentalization of their 
lives and to see that "all duty 
was religious." Along these lines, 
Theodore Hovet has suggested 
that the key to understanding 
Palmer's insistence on the rela-
tionship of inner freedom to 
woman's sphere is contained in 
the mystical premises of the altar 
phraseology in which "the pri-
mary assumption of the way of 
holiness was the contlict 
between the natural or artificial 
self wi th its enslavement to 'the 
world' and the free spiritual self 
seeking divine union." Seen in 
cont. on page 4 
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Phoebe 
Palmer 
this light, the altar transaction 
did not provide an escape from 
the duties of the "legitimate 
sphere," but it freed the self 
from any attachments to its 
worldly aspects.' Unfortunately, 
Palmer seemed to feel that 
while this was perfectly possible 
for women (since she believed 
that the domestic sphere was 
sacred by nature), men were 
practically doomed to be more 
distracted in their religious 
duties since their sphere (unless 
they were ministers) was by def-
inition the "world."s In the end, 
by transferring the mystic con-
cept of the "interior life" to the 
social structure, Palmer, perhaps 
inadvertently, helped nurture 
the growing cult of domesticity. 
As a result, she distanced herself 
from the cause of "women's 
rights" and was only willing to 
allow that a few exceptional 
women might be called by God 
out of "the ordinary sphere of 
action" to occupy "either church 
or state positions of high respon-
sibility."9 
Palmer's contribution to fem-
inism then is ambiguous. In this 
respect, her evangelical heritage 
clearly caused her to be more 
concerned with women's spiri-
tual than earthly state. Never-
theless, Palmer's writings and 
personal example inspired 
numerous other women to pro-
mote and defend female min-
istry including Frances Willard, 
Amanda Berry Smith and 
Catherine Booth. As Margaret 
McFadden notes: 
The irony here is of course 
that women who preached 
women's traditional role in 
religion and the family were 
nonetheless building the very 
organizational structure by 
which this role could be 
undermined in future genera-
tions. By showing women 
what they could do and by 
saying that the spirit demand-
ed that they speak out if they 
were chosen, they were mod-
eling ways of acting and being 
that were highly exportable to 
other cultural settings. 10 
This brief survey underscores 
the richness of Palmer's heritage 
which the above scholar's have 
faithfully and painstakingly quar-
ried and hints at the rich 
deposits that have yet to be 
mined. Among the many 
promising fields which deserve 
fuller exploration, I would sug-
gest the following: a deeper psy-
chological analysis of Palmer, a 
fuller analysis of the influence of 
mysticism on Palmer, a richer 
presentation of the tapestry of 
the Holiness Movement, and, to 
a lesser degree, an investigation 
of the role, if any, of Walter 
Palmer's affiliation with 
Homeopathy (which incidently 
embraced a strong spiritual view 
of the nature of sickness) played 
in Palmer's development both 
socially and theologically. 
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